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Colombian government officials are waging an all-out offensive to prevent a cutoff in US funding
earmarked for anti-drug trafficking activities. Although President Ernesto Samper insists that
his country will not accept conditions on international assistance, he sent a top-level government
delegation to Washington to convince the Clinton administration and Congress that Colombia is
serious about meeting US expectations.
The concern about the future of US aid surfaced in late January at a New York meeting of the
Council of the Americas when US Ambassador to Colombia Myles Frechette pointed to lax
enforcement of drug laws by Colombian officials. Frechette repeated his concerns in Bogota to the
Minister of Justice, Nestor Martinez, and to Defense Minister Fernando Botero. Frechette's remarks
once again highlighted the tensions in US-Colombian relations. Colombian government officials
complain bitterly of US interference in the country's internal affairs and attempts to dictate how the
government runs its law enforcement operations. Foreign Minister Fernando Botero blamed the
US's recent get-tough policy in part on the Republican victory in US congressional elections last
November.
"Important changes have taken place on the political, economic, and social front, which have,
without a doubt, produced some changes in the war against drugs," said Botero. "Certainly the
climate is more demanding, more difficult in many respects." However, other observers trace the
strain in relations to Colombia's most recent elections. President Ernesto Samper's election last June
19 was marred by accusations that he had accepted millions of dollars in drug-tainted campaign
contributions.
Samper has consistently denied the allegations (see NotiSur, 06/24/94 and 07/29/94). Nevertheless,
on Feb. 6 Bogota radio station RCN claimed that it had obtained a copy of an eight-page
memorandum sent by US Ambassador Myles Frechette to then president Cesar Gaviria last
June 29, warning of the possibility of an aid cutoff. According to RCN, the memo recommended
increased efforts to arrest the drug barons, stop money laundering, control sales of chemicals
used to manufacture cocaine, and control flights in and out of the Caribbean island of San Andres,
considered a major transshipment point for drugs headed north. Although the US has slated US
$29 million in drug-war funds for Colombia for fiscal year 1996, which begins on Oct. 1, that aid
is contingent upon presidential certification. For US technical and material aid to Colombia to
continue, the Clinton administration must issue Colombia a "good conduct" rating in its annual
report to Congress, due March 1, citing which countries are meeting US expectations in the drug
war.
Also at stake is US$130 million in economic and other aid, plus some preferential commercial
treatment. A negative rating could also adversely affect foreign investment and access to additional
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foreign aid and credit. To press Colombia's position, on Feb. 6 Foreign Minister Rodrigo Pardo,
Defense Minister Botero, and the national director of the Colombian Council on Narcotics,
Gabriel de la Vega, went to Washington. Pardo said he wanted to explain to US government
officials "the reality of Colombian policies related to drug trafficking." The Colombian officials
presented Washington officials with a list of successes during 1994 that includes the destruction
of 400 processing laboratories, the eradication of 5,000 hectares of coca and poppy fields, and the
interception of 27 metric tons of cocaine. Government sources estimate that there are presently
64,000 ha. of coca, poppy, and marijuana fields.
Critics within the Clinton administration point to Colombia's failure to bring leaders of the Cali
cartel to justice, or to stop money-laundering activities. One of Colombia's most controversial
policies has been to offer reduced prison terms to drug traffickers who turn themselves in.
Colombian officials admit that there have been "faults and weaknesses" in the policy, but say it will
be revised substantially in the coming months. "We are aware that this policy has some problems,
but the high-level commission that was formed three weeks ago to analyze it will iron out those
problems," said Pardo. Although Colombia is on the defensive with Washington, Pardo said he will
also stress to US officials that they must do more to reduce consumption. "We are making efforts
to combat drug trafficking, but the US and other countries where the drugs are consumed, where
money laundering takes place, and where chemicals used in drug manufacturing are produced must
do more," said Pardo.
In addition to initiating the diplomatic offensive in Washington, President Samper touted his
administration's successes at the recent Cumana conference of Andean leaders (see NotiSur,
02/10/95). "We have implemented a widespread policy of plant eradication, made advances in
the criminalization of money laundering, increased operations against the cartels by 300%, and
carried out an in-depth restructuring of the police," Samper said. Later, on Feb. 7 in Bogota, Samper
introduced an ambitious 10-point plan that included a commitment to eradicate illicit coca, poppy,
and marijuana fields within the next two years, as well as a commitment "to pursue, try, and jail" the
country's drug lords.
Samper also promised to clamp down on manufacturing operations as well as internal and
international distribution. Samper said his eradication program will be undertaken with minimal
social and ecological impact. It will include an alternative development program for 300,000 small
producers who now grow illicit crops. Through that program the government hopes to avoid a
repetition of the social explosion that took place in the departments of Guaviare and Putumayo
in late 1994, when the government began spraying coca and poppy fields. The crop dusting
campaigns generated huge, sometimes violent, protests in those areas. However, Samper added
that Colombia's program will not be effective "unless the international community simultaneously
assumes its responsibility in the fight."
Despite the diplomatic blitz by Colombia, Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs
Alexander Watson said the US has still not decided whether to give the necessary certification.
"The new Colombian administration has done many positive things concerning eradication of
coca and poppy fields, as well as made important changes in the legal structure," said Watson.
"But they can always do much more than they have done." Moreover, on Feb. 14, US Secretary of
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State Warren Christopher told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee that the US was "frankly
disillusioned" with Colombia's efforts to stop drug trafficking. "We are concerned about the new
president's determination with respect to drugs," said Christopher. "We are going to be observing
closely to assure ourselves that he is taking the steps he has promised to fight drug trafficking
in Colombia." (Sources: Inter Press Service, 02/03/95; Notimex, 02/05/95, 02/06/95; United Press
International, 02/06/95; Agence France-Presse, 02/06-08/95; Reuter, 02/08/95, 02/14/95; Deutsche
Press Agentur, 02/14/95)
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